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He smiled.

"Go to bed now. You're tired. Good night"

When she was alone she went to the window and stood
looking out. It was cold and hazy outside. The wind was
blowing the snow off the roofs of the .sleepy little houses,
beating against the; walls, whispering angrily as it swooped
to the ground and chased little clouds of snowflakes
down the street.

"Have mercy on us, dear Jesus,'* whispered the moth-
er softly. Tears surged in her heart, and a premonition
of the misfortune her son had spoken of with such calm
confidence fluttered in her breast as blindly as a moth
in the night. Before her she seemed to see a snowy plain
across which a tattered white wind raced and plunged,
shrieking thinly. In the middle of the plain staggered the
small dark figure of a girl. The wind whirled about her
feet, blowing out her skirts and hurling the stinging snow
into her face. She advanced with difficulty, her little feet
sinking in the drifts. It was cold and eerie, Her body
arched forward like a lonely blade of grass bent under
the onslaught of an autumn wind. To her right the forest
wall rose out of the swamp, where thin birches and naked
aspens whispered forlornly. Far up ahead shimmered the
lights of the town,

"Dear Saviour, have mercy,11 whispered the mother
with a shudder..,.

VII

The days slipped past one after another) like the beads
of a rosary, building the weeks and the months. Every
Saturday Pavel's friends gathered at his house, and every
gathering was one more step in the long stairway up
which people were slowly climbing to some distant goal*

New people joined the old ones* The little room in the
Vlassovs* house grew crowded. Natasha was always tired
and frozen when she came, but invariably cheerful. Pa-
vel's mother knitted her a pair of stockings and pulled